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WORLD  SHEEP  NUMBERS  IN  1956  AND  ESTIMATES  FOR  1957 


Summary 

World  sheep  numbers  continued  to  increase  slightly 
during  1956.    The  total,  estimated  at  the  beginning  of 
1957  as  919  million  head,  is  2  percent  greater  than  a 
year  earlier,  29  percent  above  the  19l|6-50  average,  and 
23  percent  above  prewar  1936- hP» 

The  upward  trend  during  the  postwar  period  has 
been  due  to  relatively  favorable  wool  prices  and  re- 
turns from  sheep.    Grazing  conditions  in  the  important 
sheep -producing  countries  have  favored  increased  pro- 
duction. 


SHEEP:    Estimated  world  total,  by  continent  or  area, 
averages  I936-I4O  and  19146-50,  annual  1956  and  1957 
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7147,600   :  7114,800  :     899,200:    918,800*  +23 


-1 

neg. 

+li 
neg. 
neg. 

+1 

+7 


+2 


y  Preliminary.  2/  Data  relate  to  October,  whereas  earlier  estimates 
are  for  January  1. 
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North  America 

North  America  is  the  only  important  producing  area  where  a  decline 
in  sheep  numbers  occurred  during  1956. 

In  the  United  States,  the  30.8  million  head  on  farms  in  January 
1957  is,  except  for  1950  and  1951,  the  lowest  recorded  since  1867,  when 
estimates  first  became  available.    Sheep  numbers  have  dropped  in  the 
Western  range  portion  of  the  United  States,  where  rising  production 
costs  have  made  it  less  profitable  to  produce  sheep  for  wool  and  for 
feeder  lamb  markets*    The  current  drought  in  the  Southwestern  section 
of  the  United  States  has  also  caused  a  reduction  in  sheep  numbers;  but 
in  mixed  farming  areas  of  the  Eastern  United  States,  they  have  increased 
slightly  due  to  good  prices  for  fat  lambs  and  wool. 

Canadian  sheep  numbers  declined  slightly  during  1956.  Sheep  and 
wool  production  in  Canada  have  been  slowly  declining  for  the  last  two 
decades. 

Mexican  sheep  numbers  last  year  were  slightly  higher,  following  the 
trend  of  recent  years.    The  Mexican  Government  is  making  considerable 
effort  to  rebuild  livestock  numbers,  gravely  affected  by  the  foot-and- 
mouth  disease  epidemic  in  191*6. 

Europe 

Numbers  in  Europe  remained  relatively  steady  during  1956,  and  are 
not  expected  to  change  significantly  during  the  next  year. 

France,  Greece,  and  the  United  Kingdom  reported  slight  increases. 

In  Spain,  there  were  22  million  sheep  in  the  fall  of  1956,  according 
to  a  statement  by  the  Director -General  of  Livestock.    Most  of  the  sheep 
in  Spain  are  fine  wool  types  and  do  not  produce  a  heavy  mutton  carcass • 
A  compulsory  vaccination  program  to  combat  blue  tongue  disease  was  inaug- 
urated in  mid-September  in  affected  provinces  of  southern  Spain,  and  8 
million  sheep  were  said  to  have  been  vaccinated  by  the  second  week  in 
November.    However,  over  50,000  sheep  were  reportedly  lost  last  year  as 
a  result  of  blue  tongue,  which  spread  to  10  provinces.    The  vaccination 
program  and  the  coming  of  cool  weather  effectively  prevented  more  fatal- 
ities and  further  spread  of  the  disease. 

Portugal  recently  initiated  a  vaccination  program  against  blue  tongue 
disease,  which  spread  widely  in  1956.    According  to  reports,  h  million 
doses  of  vaccine  have  been  made  available  this,  spring  to  sheep  owners* 

U.S.S.R.,  Asia,  and  Near  East 

Sheep  numbers  in  Asia  have  risen  11  percent  over  the  last  two  decades. 
During  1956,  however,  there  was  no  significant  change. 


The  Soviet  Union  is  reported  to  have  increased  its  sheep  numbers  by 
h  percent  during  1956.    October  estimates  used  since  1951*  are  not  comparable 
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with  those  previously  published  in  January,  as  the  October  data  include 
most  of  the  current  year's  lamb  crop,  and  October -Bee ember  is  a  period 
of  large  slaughter •    The  U.S.S.R.  has  imported  sizable  quantities  of  wool 
in  recent  years,  and  is  striving  to  increase  its  sheep  numbers  —  espe- 
cially fine-wooled  sheep •    Russian  livestock  numbers  of  all  kinds  have 
been  held  down  up  to  now  by  management  practices.    The  government  recently 
took  action  to  increase  production  by  encouraging  farmers  to  own  livestock, 

Japan  has  sharply  raised  its  production  of  sheep •    Although  the  coun- 
try is  not  suited  to  large-scale  production,  there  are  considerable  areas 
of  non-arable  land  suited  to  sheep.    The  demand  for  wool  is  strong.  Japan 
is  a  large  importer.    And  consumption  is  growing. 

China !s  second  5-year  plan,  for  the  years  1957-62,  officially  listed 
the  number  of  its  sheep  and  goats  in  1952  at  61,8  million  head.    This  was 
slightly  less  than  the  peak  reached  in  1937,  just  before  the  Japanese 
invasion.    The  majority  of  sheep  are  in  the  arid  highlands  of  West  and 
Northwest  China.    It  is  reported  that  Communist  elements  would  like  to 
see  a  sharp  increase  in  production  in  order  to  supply  the  growing  domestic 
demand  and  provide  exports  for  the  Soviet  Union  in  exchange  for  industrial 
goods. 

Iran  and  Iraq,  in  the  Near  East,  have  considerably  expanded  their 
sheep  production.    Improved  husbandry  and  marketing  methods  have  increased 
returns  from  sheep  production,  while  economic  advancement,  —  the  result 
of  oil  sales  —  has  increased  the  effective  demand  for  wool  and  mutton. 

Turkey j  India,  and  Pakistan  do  not  seem  to  have  changed  their  sheep 
numbers  to  any  extent,  but  improved  management  has  increased  productivity. 

South  America 

Sheep  numbers  have  changed  little  in  South  America  in  the  past  3 
years,  although  they  are  considerably  above  prewar  levels. 

Argentine  numbers  will  probably  continue  to  increase  unless  grazing 
conditions  become  unfavorable.    Wool  prices  increased  sharply  in  the 
autumn  of  1955  as  a  result  of  the  devaluation  of  the  peso.    Under  the 
Argentine  system  of  multiple  exchange  rates,  wool  export  prices  have  in- 
creased relative  to  prices  of  cattle.    Early  in  1957,  government  controls 
on  cattle  and  beef  prices  were  removed.    Although  the  domestic  price  situ- 
ation is  still  fluid,  indications  are  that  cattle  prices  will  stabilize 
themselves  at  a  new  lower  rate  in  relation  to  wool. 

Uruguay  reports  that  its  wool  production  in  1956  was  lower  because 
of  a  poor  grazing  season  and  a  low  yield  per  sheep.    The  government  has 
cancelled  a  decree  in  effect  last  year  which  required  the  consumption  of 
1  pound  of  mutton  for  each  5  pounds  of  beef,  which  encouraged  sheep 
slaughter.    The  May  1956  census  reported  23  million  head  of  sheep  in 
Uruguay,  somewhat  below  expectations.    The  May  1951  census  reported  23. k 
million.    Relatively  good  returns  from  wheat  have  discouraged  sheep 
raising. 
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Perils  sheep  production  has  been  severely  curtailed  by  the  drought 
affecting  central  South  America  for  the  past  several  years. 

Brazil,  however,  has  apparently  been  able  to  increase  its  sheep  num- 
bers.   A  price-support  program  to  encourage  expansion  of  the  wool  industry 
is  in  effect. 

Africa 

Although  Africa  shows  the  greatest  increase  in  sheep  numbers  of  any 
region  since  prewar  1936-1*0,  there  was  only  a  moderate  increase  in  1956. 

Algeria  and  French  West  Africa  continued  to  increase  their  sheep 
numbers.    The  Algerian  increase  will  apparently  continue  through  1957 • 
Exports  of  sheep  and  mutton  were  large  in  1956.    Pastures  were  particu- 
larly good.    A  strong  demand  for  meat  by  the  military  encouraged  mutton 
production,  and  the  principal  livestock  markets  were  amply  supplied  with 
well-finished  animals.    Some  sheep  were  killed  or  stolen  by  "terrorists," 
but  such  losses  were  relatively  small  compared  with  total  numbers. 

Oceania 

Australia  has  sharply  increased  its  sheep  numbers  in  recent  years  — 
an  outstanding  development  in  the  world  sheep  situation.  Australian 
numbers  are  now  estimated  at  about  151  million  head,  an  increase  of  33 
million  over  1952;  1*8  million  over  the  19l»6-50  average;  and  38  million 
more  than  the  prewar  1936-1*0  period.    Australia  now  has  more  sheep  than 
any  other  country  in  the  world,  and  nearly  5  times  as  many  as  the 
United  States.    The  country  is  the  world's  foremost  exporter  of  wool, 
specializing  in  the  production  of  fine  wool. 

Wholesale  eradication  of  rabbits  by  the  use  of  myxomatosis  disease 
has  greatly  increased  pasture -carrying  capacity  for  sheep  in  Australia. 
Rabbits  have  previously  been  a  serious  problem.    Improvements  in  irriga- 
tion and  pastures  have  offered  further  encouragement  to  Australian  sheep 
breeders.    Pasture  conditions  for  1957  are  still  favorable.    In  the  past 
2  years  graziers  have  bought  old  sheep  for  re-stocking  because  of  better- 
than-normal  pasture  conditions;  otherwise  they  would  have  been  slaughtered. 
Ilore  than  normal  rains  in  1956  greatly  increased  overall  grazing  capacity. 
An  unfavorable  season  would,  of  course,  result  in  a  material  increase 
in  sheep  slaughter  and  a  consequent  reduction  of  sheep  numbers  on  farms 
and  ranches. 

Australian  cattle  numbers  are  also  at  a  record  level. 

New  Zealand  sheep  numbers  increased  to  1*0.3  million  head  in  April 
1956,  in  contrast  to  35»i*  million  in  April  1952.    High  wool  and  lamb 
prices  and  relatively  low  returns  from  dairying  have  been  encouraging 
expansion.    New  Zealand  sheep  are  grown  mainly  for  production  of  lambs 
for  the  United  Kingdom  market.    Mutton  breeds  predominate. 
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